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Abstract
This paper examines the United States prison system and its standing among peer countries, as
well as potential reforms to improve this system and its effectiveness. The incarceration statistics
of many different countries show that the United States incarcerates significantly more of its
population than similar countries. I turn to an examination of how penal policies are formed
across the world to evaluate their impact on the U.S. prison rate compared to other countries.
Additionally, I look at recidivism to determine the effectiveness of United States incarceration.
This analysis aims to highlight the differences between the U.S. and other countries that could
account for its reliance on prisons and discuss potential improvements to the way United States
incarceration works.
Key Words: Prison reform, incarceration, alternative sanctions, sociology, criminology
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Reforming United States Prisons:
A Cross-Cultural Analysis
The United States’ criminal justice system works with the goal of punishing those who
break the law. These people, referred to as offenders, are often housed in prisons and jails until
they have “paid their debt” to society. Once their sentence has been fulfilled, they are released
into the community, usually on parole, with little to no support to help them reintegrate into
society. In the United States, this punitive system has been and is our primary approach to
corrections, although there exists ambivalence in public opinion and some voices call for reform
(Thielo et al. 2016). Other countries, however, operate rather differently, placing less emphasis
on punishment and more on active rehabilitation such as the Scandinavian prisons (Deady 2014).
In this critical analysis, I look at incarceration and corrections systems across the globe to
compare them to those of the United States, focusing primarily on our peer nations. This
comparison shows the programs and policies that could make our criminal justice system more
effective if implemented, as well as the practices that do not work and should be discontinued.
These changes could affect all of American society if we chose to focus our efforts on
rehabilitating offenders rather than punishing and incapacitating them before ultimately releasing
them into the same communities that they previously harmed. By looking at criminal justice
approaches internationally, we can evaluate trends that appear in racial disparities within
systems, the politics of creating criminal justice policies, offender experience reintegrating into
society, and the solutions that other countries can offer.
To understand where the United States stands globally, I will look at incarceration
statistics, policy formation, and prison effectiveness of both the U.S. and other countries.
Australia and New Zealand, Norway, and Germany all provide useful insight into the best ways
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to refine prisons within the United States. I then discuss what this information means for the
prison system in the U.S. and how it can be changed to improve. In this discussion, I detail both
mistakes to avoid, like racial and ethnic disparities, and practices to integrate.
INCARCERATION STATISTICS
Before looking at America’s position in global incarceration, we begin by examining
American imprisonment. Andrew Cohen (2021) reports that there are over two million people
housed in one of 5,000 American prisons at any point. Approximately 206,000 of those people, a
number greater than our total prison population in 1970, are serving life sentences (Cohen 2021).
Additionally, Peter Wagner and Wendy Sawyer (2018) looked at prison rates in the United States
and observed that if society treated the American states as individual countries, 23 of them would
have the highest incarceration rate in the world. Figure 1 below displays this concept locally,
showing that while Nebraska has a rate lower than the United States overall, the state
incarcerates almost six times as many people as Canada and twelve times the rate of Norway.
Wager and Sawyer (2018) similarly state that countries with authoritarian governments or
large-scale armed conflicts rank closest to the American states with the smallest prison
populations, meaning they imprison far fewer people than the U.S. altogether. Not included in
the figure are other U.S. peer nations, which also have lower incarceration rates. For example,
Australia imprisons 160 people per 100,000, New Zealand 188 per 100,000, and Norway 54 per
100,000 (Widra and Tiana 2021).
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Figure 1

Widra and Tiana (2021).

Looking at prison populations internationally, Byrne, Pattavina and Taxman (2015) found
that the United States, Russia, and Thailand had the largest prison populations as well as the
largest rates of imprisonment; Russia, China, and the United States were found to house almost
half of the total prison population. They also reported that countries with lower prison rates
come disproportionately from Africa and Asia, in spite of their high rates of homicide (Byrne et
al. 2015). Not only are prison rates incredibly high, but many researchers report that they are still
growing. Byrne et al. (2015) also reported that 15 out of 17 countries had a prison occupancy
above 100%, with rates continuing to rise. Penal Reform International and Thailand Institute of
Justice (Penal Reform 2020) report that there has been a 20% increase in the global prison
population from 2002 to 2018: eight million people were imprisoned in 2002 and over 11 million
in 2018. This number represents the estimated number of people in prison on any given day and
does not even account for those moving in and out of prisons each year (Penal Reform 2020).
They additionally relay that the United States has the highest number of prisoners, with a 700%
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increase since 1970 (Penal Reform 2020). Figure 2 shows the difference between states’
incarceration rates and those of other countries. As displayed, American states tend to incarcerate
more people than countries with a similar or higher crime rate.
Figure 2

Widra and Tiana (2021).

FORMATION OF POLICIES
This large contrast between the United States and the rest of the world must have an
explanation, such as the laws and policies in place, many of which are the result of political
influence. America’s wars on crime and drugs are excellent examples of the way politicians in all
parties use promises of crime deterrence to boost their popularity. Wagner and Sawyer (2018)
refer to an “experiment” in America during the past 40 years to make the justice system more
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punitive, with almost 70% of convictions leading to prison. Due to this, they say that
confinement is the “default response to crime”, with more crimes ending in incarceration than
countries with similar crime rates (Wagner and Sawyer 2018).
Cohen (2021) echoes similar sentiments about the American policies that contributed
(and continue to contribute) to our notoriously high incarceration rate. He explains that the war
on drugs is one of many practices that have not only locked up a large number of Americans but
a large number of Black Americans. Other historically discriminatory laws are the “Black
Codes” after the Civil War, three-strikes laws that added mandatory minimums to non-violent
crimes, and truth-in-sentencing laws that require offenders to spend more time in prison in spite
of “good behavior” (Cohen 2021). Determinate sentencing laws have also played a role in the
politics of punishment. Under these laws, prisoner release is determined when they are
sentenced, rather than discussed by a parole board based on prison behavior (Lynch 2011). These
sentencing changes are generally “conceived of, drafted, and enacted by legislative bodies and,
therefore, are fairly heavily grounded in the political process” (Lynch 2011:677). Furthermore,
the use of policies often influenced by politics differs by region in the U.S.; Southern states have
been significantly more likely to use “reforms” such as three-strikes laws, determinate
sentencing, truth-in-sentencing, and mandatory minimums than are Northeastern states (Lynch
2011).
For comparison, Tubex et al. (2015) looked at drivers of penal policy in four Australian
jurisdictions: New South Wales (NSW), Victoria, South Australia (SA), and Western Australia
(WA). In New South Wales, the authors explained that policy is driven by law-and-order politics.
The 1970s, they explain, brought about discussions of reducing sentence lengths, while the late
1980s was littered with tough-on-crime rhetoric. This punitive stance in the 1980s led to the
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highest proportion of prison sentences among the four regions studied. Victoria historically has
one of the lowest rates of imprisonment in Australia, with one-fourth of the total Australian
population and only 18 percent of the prison population. The Victorian criminal justice approach
is truth-in-sentencing, as explained by the researchers. Law-and-order policies for recidivists and
violent offenders and victim impact statements all contribute to a penal climate but did not affect
rising prison numbers in the study. Victoria also abolished suspended sentences in 2014, again
adding to the punitive mentality. By comparison, South Australia had the highest median
aggregate sentence and the highest percentage of unsentenced prisoners. With the liberal party in
office in South Australia, truth-in-sentencing was introduced, meaning offenders were required
to serve the entirety of their sentence, regardless of behavior. However, this did not change as the
labor party took power. Western Australia had an above-average prison population with
Indigenous overrepresentation. Additionally, mandatory minimum sentences and three-strikes
laws in WA applied to a range of crimes and, much like similar American policies,
disproportionately affected minority (Indigenous) men.
DeMichele’s Punishment Regimes
Another method of observing how criminal justice policies are formed is to look at actors
that help provide distinct categories of systems. Matthew DeMichele (2014) defined three
punishment regimes that describe the ways a country could deal with crime. Common law
countries, as referred to by DeMichele, have a populist regime. These countries are the United
States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand (DeMichele 2014). Under a
populist regime, politicians give statements such as “your concerns are being ignored by my
opponent,” as displayed during the United States wars on drugs and crime, as well as the
Australian tough-on-crime policies referred to earlier. In these countries, over 100 per 100,000
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people are incarcerated. Even when the United States, an outlier statistically, is excluded, this
rate of incarceration still stands. The bureaucratic regime category includes Austria, Belgium,
France, Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands. In these countries, 76 per 100,000 people are
incarcerated. Finally, the Nordic countries including Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden
make up the collective regime with 59 per 100,000 people confined to prisons.
DeMichele (2014) explains that the aspects of the law determining the regime of a
country are prosecutorial discretion, type of courtroom interaction, and insulation from the
public. Common law countries have the most discretion and those under a collective regime have
the least. Again, common law countries and Scandinavian countries lie on opposite ends of the
spectrum regarding insulation from the public, with the former using juries and the latter, lay
judges. Lastly, common law countries use an adversarial criminal justice process. By running a
regression model, DeMichele (2014) found that political party has little impact on incarceration
rates, but the left parties are associated with a slight decrease, and welfare spending was
unrelated to rates of imprisonment. Union density was strongly related, showing a one percent
increase in density correlated with a reduction in incarceration rates. Similarly, as inflation and
unemployment grow, so do incarceration rates.
Weiss, Testa, and Rennó Santos (2020) explore how institutional anomie theory (IAT), an
elaboration of Merton’s anomie theory, can explain differences in prison rates across countries.
Defining IAT, they listed two primary features of societies with high levels of crime: imbalanced
social structure (meaning one institution overpowers others) and exaggerated emphasis on
material achievement. They explained that this theory is applicable to the United States response
to crime, specifically to mass incarceration here. The researchers obtained data for 41 countries
and found an average rate of 190 per 100,000 people incarcerated. The United States, however,
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had the highest imprisonment rate of the study with 714 per 100,000 people. There was a strong
positive relationship between economic strength and incarceration rates, while noneconomic
institutional strength was unrelated to incarceration rates, nor did it moderate the relationship
between economic strength and incarceration. They found no association between incarceration
rates and individualism or achievement orientation. Overall, they found the “strongest
relationship between institutional imbalance and incarceration...in countries whose national
culture emphasizes either individualism or a competitive achievement orientation” (Weiss, Testa,
& Rennó Santos 2020:20).
D’Amico and Williamson (2019) reported that political and legal institutions are
determinants of incarceration rates. Corruption, the extent of a country’s history with
communism, and common law legal origin all lead to higher rates of imprisonment, they report
(D’Amico and Williamson 2019). Law-and-order caliber, conversely, lowers prison populations
by approximately 25% per one standard deviation increase. Enns (2014), refers to the public’s
preference for being tough on crime as a noteworthy determinant in prison rates. This collective
punitiveness is statistically significant in relation to changes in the incarceration rate, and the
relationship is not lessened by which party holds office, showing that politicians act according to
public opinion (Enns 2014).
Lacey, Soskice, and Hope, (2018) found that policy is shaped by crime; violent crime
rates are closely correlated with public punitiveness and the development of penal policy.
Additionally, they argued that structural economic forces influence policy, saying that
punishment plays a role in regulating labor. During times of unemployment, they found higher
punishment, and they observed that countries with similar economic systems have very different
extents and qualities of penal systems.
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Clark and Herbolsheimer (2021) hypothesized that incarceration rates act like supply and
demand, responding to economic development. They refer to a Kuznets curve, saying that rates
are relatively low in rich and poor places but are high in more middle-income countries. Supply,
they found, explains one-third of the variance, while demand is generally unresponsive, save for
wealthy countries. In affluent countries with high income inequality, prison rates were much
higher.
While many of the countries discussed have laws and policies in place affected by
politics, the high United States incarceration rate indicates that something about these policies is
significantly different. DeMichele’s (2014) features of the law, discretion, courtroom style, and
public involvement, account for some of these policies, but not all. To account for the differences
between the U.S. and others, the United States must implement these policies to an extent
different from other countries with the same laws. Many other countries do not apply these strict
laws to minor crimes or a large variety of offenses, but the U.S. does, incarcerating people for
many nonviolent crimes, especially under the use of these mandatory minimums and
three-strikes laws (Cohen 2021). Additionally, a lack of a social welfare safety net contributes
not only to overall crime but to recidivism, placing people back into prison (Deady 2014).
Regardless of the reasons, the United States still incarcerates far more people than other
countries with similar political policies and crime rates (Widra and Tiana 2021).
PRISON EFFECTIVENESS: THE PROBLEM OF RECIDIVISM
When comparing the justice systems of different countries, recidivism and reintegration
of past offenders are also important factors to note. While the purpose of a criminal justice
system varies by country, ideally, an effective system would assist incarcerated people in
transitioning successfully from prison back into society. In general, countries with more equal
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distributions of wealth have lower recidivism (Deady 2014). However, in the U.S., more than
50% of prisoners will be back in prison within three years of their release, positively affecting
the overall incarceration rate (Deady 2014). Americans are imprisoned for crimes that may not
lead to prison sentences in other countries such as passing bad checks, minor drug offenses, and
other non-violent crimes. In contrast, recidivism does not substantially impact the incarceration
rates of other countries. With an emphasis on punishment rather than rehabilitation, U.S.
prisoners are often released with no better skills to cope in society and are offered little support
after their release, increasing the chances of reoffending
In Norway, prisoners retain all civil rights save for freedom of movement, and life is
meant to resemble “normal” life outside of prison. Deady (2014) reported a 20% rate of
recidivism in Norway, compared to the United States 50% rate reported earlier. Denny (2016)
listed three reasons for this difference and the low recidivism displayed in Norway. The first of
these reasons were opportunities for higher education, where educators in the community are
allowed into prisons to teach incarcerated people. The aforementioned normalcy within the
institutions is also given as a reason for lower recidivism in Norway. The third reason for this
difference is offenders’ ability to find employment after release, which is made significantly
easier by the availability of higher education and normalcy in prison.
Skardhamar and Kjetil (2012), however, found that even in Norway incarcerated people
had a difficult time reintegrating into society post-release, and causes for recidivism parallel
those in the U.S. (Berg and Huebner 2011). They stated that post-release employment is
negatively correlated with recidivism. More than half of those observed by Skardhamar and
Kjetil (2012) reoffended by the end of the study. Of those, many of them had difficulty keeping a
job. A majority of those who did not return to crime, however, were employed. Therefore, the
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data from Skardhamar and Kjetil (2012) shows that employment does appear to act as a buffer
against recidivism, but rejoining the community can still be rather difficult for offenders in
Norway. Steady employment and community ties have also been linked to successful returns in
the U.S. (Berg and Huebner 2011).
DISCUSSION: WHAT CAN THE U.S. LEARN FROM OTHER NATIONS?
Based on these studies, it is clear that numerous criminal justice practices, whether in the
U.S. or in our peer nations, are not broadly effective in reducing reliance on incarceration.
Recidivism remains an issue, suggesting that reoffending is not solely prevented via specific
deterrence. Racial and ethnic minority communities are imprisoned disproportionately in systems
across the globe, and politics often lead to greater punishments and stricter systems. The
common denominator in most of these studies was not only the ineffectiveness of prisons across
the globe, but with the remarkably high use of prisons in the United States, the U.S. remains
statistically and politically behind its peers when it comes to reform. This fact illuminates our
country’s need for a new approach, so further critiques and suggestions will focus on what
America specifically can do to improve the state of incarceration here. While no country has a
perfect system for dealing with criminals, we can, as a nation, look to many different parts of the
world for pieces of the solution many people hope to implement.
For example, Germany and the Netherlands have prisons that focus on rehabilitation and
resocialization rather than singularly punishing an offender. Some argue that the United States
needs to look at their example and provide programs of education, training in life skills, and
better medical care (Deady 2014). With these things provided to prisoners, when they are
released, they would be far more able to act as productive members of their communities rather
than ex-convicts. Indeed, in the United States, evaluations of education and life skills programs
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offered in correctional settings have promising results (National Institute of Justice 2014a).
While they are not yet widespread in America, reduced recidivism is associated with these
programs and incarcerated people who participate in them are significantly more likely to find a
job upon release (National Institute of Justice 2014a). Cohen (2021) also details how these
countries do not send most offenders to prison, even many of those who commit violent crimes, a
practice that would send American prison rates plummeting and allow offenders to have
opportunities for more restorative justice practices. Reentry programs and restorative justice
programs in the U.S. also have promising results (National Institute of Justice 2018a).
One place where the U.S. may look to reduce reliance on incarceration is eliminating
punitive penalties for drug offenses. Yokotani and Tamura (2016) studied drug-related prisoners
on parole in Japan, which put them in prosocial communities and monitored their living. The risk
of recidivism (measured as other crimes) decreased around 30% for those in the parole program
compared to prison. Byrne et al. (2015) spoke similarly about the United States response to
drug-related crimes, suggesting a reform approach based on changing drug-related sentences,
alternative sanctions, and reduced sentences for nonviolent (drug and property) crimes. The
researchers go so far as to claim that the United States prison population “could be reduced by
close to 50% by developing alternates to incarceration for most of these offenders” (Byrne et al.
2015:441). In doing so, the United States could divest from prisons and circulate that money into
other parts of the justice system that are proven to have a greater negative impact on crime rates.
Community-based solutions for drug offenders have effective results in the U.S. (National
Institute of Justice 2018b.) All of these potential solutions are things that could be implemented
outside of the actual prison system itself and massively decrease incarceration rates in the
country. However, Penal Reform (2020) discusses the numerous barriers to administering these
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alternatives including inadequate resources, lack of trust from judicial authorities, and no legal
framework for them.
Prisons themselves can and should also be changed fundamentally to both reduce
recidivism for those released into the community, and to create an environment that better meets
the needs of incarcerated people, such as vocational programs, culturally robust programs, and
mental health treatment. Cale et al. (2018) looked at VET, vocational education/training, in
relation to the commission of crimes post-release in Australia. They measured recidivism as a
return to custody for a new offense, or a parole violation, which was reported both two and five
years after release. VET was shown to assist in remaining custody-free; with everything else held
constant, those that completed VET were more likely to be custody-free at two years
post-release. Vocational training in the U.S. provides those in prison with education in various
trade careers like plumbing, auto detailing, air conditioning, and numerous others (National
Institute of Justice 2014b). Some of these programs even pair people with apprenticeships or
allow them to earn work hours toward a professional certificate (National Institute of Justice
2014b).
Bridging Worx is a nonprofit program with an entirely Maori staff that provides diversion
and reintegration programs for Maori and Pacific Islander youth and adults in Victoria (Shepherd
and Ilalio 2015). In the United States, three Indigenous tribes worked with the Department of
Justice in a project to improve criminal justice systems, allocating funds to community services
as they saw fit, and saw reductions in crime within their communities (Berson 2010). Programs
like this that exist to ensure the success of minorities should be implemented across America to
support the Black, Indigenous, and Latine prisoners that may face discrimination in United States
prisons. Tadros and Owens (2021) further discuss this idea in a U.S. context, calling for
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“culturally informed counselors” who understand and are comfortable discussing the
intersectional identities of their incarcerated clients.
All prison staff should also serve more than just the role of “guard,” but should also be
there as a resource to those incarcerated. A few individuals in charge of jails and prisons are
already making efforts to improve relationships between guards and people who are incarcerated,
even in small ways such as changing the vocabulary used: referring to “residents,” not inmates
(Blakinger 2021). Hiring staff with a focus on treatment, rather than punishment, would be
extremely beneficial for all incarcerated people, but particularly for those who are minorities or
struggle with mental illness and drug abuse. Specifically, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT)
and swift, certain, and fair (SCF) approaches are encouraging tactics for treating offenders with
mental illness and drug problems, respectively (National Institute of Justice 2016; National
Institute of Justice 2018b). In treatment-focused prisons, increasing treatment capacity to 100%
would lead to an 11% reduction in recidivism (Byrne, Pattavina, and Taxman 2015).
Even in reforming prisons, it is important to keep in mind that the loss of freedom is
inherent to the life of a prisoner, even at these rehabilitative facilities. Shammas (2014) looked at
what he called the “pains of freedom” on Norway’s prison island. This pains of freedom idea is
derived from Sykes’ (1958) “pains of imprisonment” which include the unseen, psychological
repercussions of life under incarceration. Shammas’ pains of freedom, however, refer to the
privileges allowed to incarcerated people under the restriction of prison. In the same way that
prisons can cause harm to the mental health of those incarcerated, freedom within prisons can
add another layer of harm when prisoners feel almost as if they are free but retain the knowledge
that they are not. On this prison island, offenders must work or study but are otherwise free to do
almost anything. However, there is a level of deprivation in everything they would normally
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experience: phones are only allowed during certain hours and cost a large amount of money, and
people who are incarcerated have regular contact with the outside world but cannot leave the
island. This study shows that while rehabilitation is highly regarded and the norm that some
people desire for America, there is a lot to consider in making institutional changes.
For instance, Gentzler and Hammel (2021) discuss Nebraska’s plans to build a new $230
million prison while the current prisons are severely understaffed, leading to inhumane
conditions for both incarcerated people and correctional officers. One staff member says there
are five guards working “on a good night.” A center in Lincoln housed over twice their capacity
daily in the year leading up to June 2021, and people who are incarcerated outnumbered guards
twenty to one. Looking at these experiences, it is clear that Nebraska is not in a place to open
another facility that they will be unable to staff. Instead, the state should turn to some of these
alternatives in order to reduce the overall incarceration rate. First, many of these prisoners could
be diverted to programs like parole for nonviolent offenses, preventing many offenders from
being placed into these overcrowded prisons in the first place. Additionally, the money allocated
for the new prison could instead be put into improving conditions in the prisons that already
exist. Staff salaries could be increased to attract qualified candidates to the jobs. Taking a note
from Germany and Norway, programs of education and life skills could be funded to help those
inside the prisons be better prepared for reintegration upon their release, preventing recidivism
and reimprisonment.
Racial/Ethnic Disparities
Additionally, systemic racism that shapes penal practices must be taken into
consideration when discussing prison reforms; namely, racial disparities in prison populations. In
many countries, minority groups are often far overrepresented in prison compared to their
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representation in the countries’ overall population; “it remains clear that people belonging to
national, ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities are overrepresented in criminal justice
systems” (Penal Reform 2020:28). The disparity between Black and white offenders in America
has been and continues to be decreasing, but is still shockingly high with Black offenders
imprisoned five times more than white ones, and serving longer sentences (Penal Reform 2020).
Shepherd and Ilalio (2015) found that in New Zealand, the Maori people and Pacific
Islanders are disproportionately incarcerated when accounting for their representation in the
overall population. They also found evidence of the same pattern in Australia: Victoria has the
lowest youth imprisonment of Australia, but Maori and Pacific Islander youth were 16 times
more likely than their white counterparts to be in custody. Similarly, Tubex et al. (2015)
discussed Indigenous overrepresentation in Australian prisons, at a rate 13 times greater than that
of non-Indigenous people. Cale et al. (2018) reported that Indigenous people were
overrepresented in their sample of prison populations and Indigenous prisoners were twice as
likely as non-Indigenous prisoners to return to custody. Despite the progressive nature of other
systems, this is an issue that needs to be addressed by all nations as a step toward real reform.
CONCLUSION
United States prisons currently serve to incapacitate and punish those that commit crimes,
even ones that do not harm others. Once these people have served their sentences, they are
pushed back into the communities they lost, with almost no support, financial or otherwise.
Observation of the policies currently in place demonstrated that many aspects of the U.S. system
do little more than removing people from their environments. However, looking to other
countries’ systems shows that reforming the way in which criminals are sanctioned can yield
benefits beyond the reduction of prison rates. Intentionally changing the purpose of incarceration
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to be focused on reform can be achieved through the use of alternative sanctions, prosocial
programs within prisons, and discussions on how to reduce racial and ethnic disparities.
These changes can seem daunting, and the sheer number of potential alterations to
punishment in our criminal justice system seems scary and sometimes even hopeless. However,
every alternative is meant to improve the life of not just a criminal, but another human being.
The state of American prisons today is just as frightening as the thought of overhauling the
system, but making these changes is necessary to create a society of more people and fewer
“inmates”. Wagner and Sawyer (2018) proclaim that incremental changes are not enough to
bring the United States prison rate close to the rest of the world, which gives America the
opportunity to create fundamental change and lead to one of the largest incarceration rate
reductions in history.
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